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1. Introduction
On January 30, 2020, the Director-General of the World 
Health Organization (WHO) declared the outbreak of 
Covid-19 to be a Public Health Emergency of 
International Concern and issued a set of Temporary 
Recommendations. Just six weeks later, on March 11, 
2020, the WHO officially recognized the spread of 
COVID-19 as a pandemic. By this point, most, if not all, 
university level English instructors were frantically 
preparing for a spring semester to be conducted entirely 
online. University administrators tried valiantly to develop 
policies and procedures and provide guidance to follow 
when preparing online courses. Despite this, in many 
cases, individual instructors were largely left to their 
own devices in designing their courses. As would be 
expected, many instructors ended up using a patchwork 
of various platforms, applications, activities and 
techniques in their online instruction. For the purposes 
of this paper, I define “online instruction” as instruction 
carried out from a distance assisted by electronic 
devices such as tablets, smartphones and computers 
with internet connectivity (Gonzalez & Louis, 2018). 
Essential features include that instruction is provided 
other than in-person (face to face) and some form of 
internet connectivity is required. Online learning also 
generally involves interaction with course contents, 
teachers, and other students (Green, 2016). 
The benefit of a few months of hindsight provides an 
opportunity to gather data on successes and failures of 
online university English instruction in Japan in the 
spring of 2020. While many universities have moved 
back to in-person instruction for the fall semester, online 
instruction is certain to remain an important modality of 
learning going forward. Therefore, it seems wise to 
reflect on lessons learned as we contemplate the future 
of online English instruction in Japan. 
This paper will report on the results of quantitative 
surveys and qualitative interviews of both students and 
instructors about the spring semester of 2020 and, 
based on that data, attempt to summarize lessons 
learned and consider how online instruction may be 
most effectively and efficiently utilized moving forward.   
Questions to be addressed in this paper include: Did 
students prefer on-demand (also known as 
asynchronous) courses or real-time (also known as 
synchronous) courses and why? What were some of the 
positives and negatives of on-demand English online 
instruction? What were some of the positives and 
negatives of real-time English online instruction? What 
did their university's handling of the Covid-19 pandemic?
2. Literature Review
As technology, especially platforms and applications, 
with which to provide online instruction advance apace 
it can sometimes seem like research into the 
effectiveness of online instruction is a moving target as 
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seemingly overnight. Nevertheless, there are number of 
instructive studies from which valuable insights can be 
gleaned. 
There is a fairly extensive existing body of research 
discussing the effectiveness of online learning in 
general. However, there is a limited body of research 
looking at the effectiveness of online  English instruction 
in Japan. Also, one seemingly important flaw in many of 
the studies cited below is the lack of a control group in 
many of the experimental studies cited. Of course, in the 
spring of 2020 as the Covid-19 crisis raged, most 
institutions did not have the luxury of permitting 
experimental and control conditions to be set up on the 
fly. Having said that, there are a number of studies that 
looked into the online instruction of various subjects in 
various countries that did have both control and 
experimental groups. 
Krish (2008) has shown that online learning can be 
both a useful way for students to access knowledge 
and materials and an effective way to facilitate 
collaboration among students. A more recent, and well-
designed, study of American and Russian researchers 
(Chirikov et al. 2020) looked into the effectiveness of 
university courses delivered completely via an online 
education platform by comparing them to both traditional 
face to face instruction and a blended system in which 
instruction was partially provided face to face and 
partially delivered online. The subjects consisted of 325 
second-year engineering students from various Russian 
universities. The researchers concluded that online and 
blended instruction produced learning outcomes at 
least as good as traditional in-person instruction. 
Results showed that the average level of knowledge 
acquired in the course was the same in all three 
experimental groups while the average grade for in-
course assessments was highest in the online student 
group. However, the study also found that, for the 100% 
online students, satisfaction with the course was 
slightly lower compared with students who studied in 
person. This lack of satisfaction with 100% online 
instruction turns out to foreshadow similar results found 
in the research for this study.
Ali Baig (2011) looked into the effectiveness of teaching 
Physics to 40 high school students either online or 
face-to-face in India. He found that achievement test 
results were higher for students' taught online compared 
to students taught face-to-face. Ali Baig attributed this 
to the ability to learn, collaborate, and share resources 
beyond the four walls of the classroom that online 
learning made possible and described the online 
condition as “making the teaching and learning process 
more learner centered.” 
A large review of online learning studies produced by the 
U.S. Department of Education in 2010 found that 
students in online instruction conditions performed 
modestly better than those learning the same material 
through traditional face-to-face instruction. However, 
they cautioned that the average effect size was small. 
They also noted that the amount of time that learners 
spend on task in online learning conditions may be 
longer than in the face to face condition and this could 
account for much of the improved performance. 
Interestingly, the review also found that, while learner 
reflection and self-monitoring did enhance learning, 
elements such as video or online quizzes did not 
influence the amount of content that students learned 
in online classes. This suggests that, rather than 
focusing on the latest technological bells and whistles, 
providing opportunities for self-reflection can make 
online instruction more effective. One issue with this 
study is that it is, by the standards of technological 
advancement, relatively dated.   
3. Research Method
In the research described in this paper, 142 students 
from three universities completed surveys and 11 
students participated in follow-up qualitative interviews. 
Students completed their questionnaires during the 
final week of the spring semester in late July and 
interviews were conducted in August 2020. All of the 
cooperating students were enrolled in one of the follow 
courses: English communication with a speaking and 
listening focus, English communication with a reading 
and writing focus, an English literature lecture-style 
course or an upper level seminar-type course. As would 
be expected, the curriculum, course materials, activities 
and tasks and instructional methodology for all of the 
above courses were different. Students were asked 
various questions including their preference for on-
demand courses or real-time courses, positive and 
negative aspects of both on-demand courses or real-
time courses and their university's handling of the 
Covid-19 pandemic. 
Also, seven instructors from three Japanese universities 
completed written reflection questionnaires and two sat 
for individual interviews regarding their practices in 
carrying out online instruction, the platforms, applications 
and techniques they used, the positives and negatives 
they encountered and the challenges they experienced. 
Cooperating instructors completed their questionnaires 
in September and October of 2020 to allow some time 
for reflection after the spring semester. Instructor 
interviews were conducted in October 2020.
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4. Results: Students
Students were asked about their preferences regarding 
on-demand courses and real-time courses. Of the 132 
responses to this question, 42% (n = 58)  preferred on-
demand while 58% (n = 76) found real-time more 
satisfactory (Table 1). Several students appreciated the 
fact that real time classes allowed them to interact with 
their classmates. Another interesting common response 
from students at all three universities was that real-time 
classes had less homework than on-demand. Many 
commented that, in terms of real time classes, courses 
using Zoom were generally smooth and the breakout 
rooms function was conducive to conversation practice 
and a good way to communicate with classmates and 
make new friends. However, others complained that 
conversing in the Zoom breakup rooms felt strange and 
unnatural.
Table 1
Student Preferences Spring Semester 2020
On-demand or Real-time Classes (n = 132) 
On-demand Real-time
42% (56) 58% (76)
Frequent positive comments about on-demand classes 
were that they allowed students the freedom to study 
at their leisure and to review material multiple times. 
When interviewed, one student commented that, “online, 
both real-time and on-demand, are less motivating than 
in-person classes” and that as a first-year student it 
was “very hard make friends with classmates online.” 
This sentiment was echoed numerous times in written 
survey comments. Another prominent refrain, about 
online instruction in general, was that both on-demand 
and real-time could be demotivating. Having said that, 
many more students reported that they had a hard time 
finding the initiative to complete assignments for on-
demand courses. This may seem paradoxical because 
students ostensibly had the freedom to do their 
coursework in their own time. However, the combination 
of the lack of a normal university routine and the 
necessity for students to display independence, time-
management skills and the ability to prioritize seemed to 
be overwhelming for many students. 
Many students from all three universities also 
commented on the seeming lack of sufficient academic 
and technical support from the university administration. 
As one student said, “The university did not help us with 
technical problems and didn’t give us enough 
information.” With decisions being made and policies 
being implemented with virtually no lead time, it is easy 
to see how students could feel this way. Equity and 
accessibility to technology have been major issues at 
the primary and secondary levels in both Japan and 
overseas. However, this seemed not to be a major issue 
at the tertiary level in Japan as no students mentioned 
in their surveys or interviews.
Beyond just a binary preferences for on-demand or real-
time, students had much to say, both positive and 
negative, about both modes of instruction. 
As noted above, just over 40% of students preferred 
on-demand instruction. In terms of positives of on-
demand classes (Table 2), there was a limited range of 
comments as many people noted the same benefits. 
More than 80% of students (46 out of 56 total) 
commented on one or both of the following: the flexibility 
of being able to study at their leisure and/or the ability 
to review material multiple times as needed. An 
interesting, but much less frequent comment, was the 
chance to manage their time and schedule themselves 
and use their time more efficiently. Other students felt 
that on-demand course materials themselves were 
more efficient.    
As for positives of real-time instruction, there was a wide 
scope of observations with a number of incoming 
freshman reflecting on the benefit of being able to 
interact in class, in pairs or small groups, with fellow 
classmates. This perk of real-time classes, especially for 
first year students, cannot be overstated. For students 
who, for the most part, unable to physically set foot on 
campus and often living alone for the first time, the risk 
of loneliness and even depression was very real. As was 
noted above, the value of interacting, and making 
friends, with classmates in real-time classes seemed to 
be especially appreciated. Others commented that they 
were able to maintain focus during real-time lessons 
compared to on-demand lessons. Still other students 
remarked that real-time forced them to maintain a 
regular, and therefore, healthy lifestyle.   
Table 2
Student Views
Online Instruction - Spring Semester 2020 - Positives
On-demand Real-time
“I had the flexibility to 
study when I wanted to.”
都合の良い時間を
利用できるから
“I was able to get to know 
fellow incoming freshman 
classmates and my ability 








“I could review as many 
times as I liked.”
後から何度でも
見直すことができるから。
“I was able to concentrate 





people with good time 
management skills. They 






“Real-time classes helped 
me to maintain the same 
schedule and lifestyle as 
face to face classes.”
対面と同じ生活習慣で
講義を受けれるから
A frequently cited negative of on-demand instruction 
(Table 3), was that there was too much homework. This 
was a common response from students at all three 
universities. Excessive homework was also reported as 
a complaint multiple times in anecdotal conversations 
with both students and teachers not participating in 
this research. Another repeated observation was that 
homework often piled up because students would 
procrastinate and, despite the lesson materials being 
available 24/7, put off actually doing the on-demand 
lessons. 
Other criticisms of on-demand included that students 
often had difficulty concentrating on the lessons and 
that they were passive and one-sided. This passivity 
included the impossibility of students asking questions 
in real-time. Some also commented that they found it 
intimidating to contact professors with questions by 
email. As a result, many complained that they felt they 
couldn’t understand much of the course material 
because they felt uncomfortable, or unable, to reach the 
teacher with questions. The lack of the physical 
presence of an instructor in the on-demand environment 
can definitely be seen as a limitation. For students it 
seems, sometimes in-person interaction with a teacher 
is vital.    
Paradoxically, it seems that the convenience of on-
demand, that all course material is available at all times, 
often made it too easy for many students to temporize, 
tell themselves they’ll get to the work soon and, in 
reality, let it accumulate and become a significant 
burden. 
 
The most commonly cited negative of real-time online 
instruction was technical problems. This was probably 
to be expected considering the circumstances, but, 
even so, according to multiple students, technical 
issues had a seriously deleterious effect on the quality 
of learning. Another, somewhat related complaint, was 
about having to use multiple different platforms and 
applications for different courses. Obviously, the more 
platforms and applications students had to use, the 
greater the chances for technical problems. 
Students also complained about the oftentimes poor 
skills of their instructors with the following comment 
instructive, “If a teacher is teaching a real-time class, 
they should be skilled at using the application or platform. 
Sometimes they weren’t and so much time was wasted.” 
Considering that students were paying full tuition, it 
seems eminently reasonable for them to expect their 
instructors to be well-prepared and able to give their 
lessons with a minimum of trouble.  
Regarding the overall university handling of the spring 
semester during the Covid-19 pandemic, perhaps not 
surprisingly the most common complaint was the lack 
of a tuition discount. Many students complained about 
having to pay full fees yet not being able to use all the 
university facilities, particularly the library.  Many others 
cited the above-mentioned technical issues and the 
resulting decreased quality of instruction as 
unsatisfactory. Others were disappointed about a lack 
of timely communication. Still other students were 
dissatisfied with the sometimes dramatic difference in 
quality of materials and online instruction from course to 
course and teacher to teacher. 
Of the three universities attended by students taking 
part in this research, two conducted their spring 
semester 100% online while one allowed instructors to 
return to in-person classes in mid-May if they wished. 
The hybrid system of the latter university seemed to 
engender much dissatisfaction. A large majority of 
students from that university, 73%, said that they would 
have preferred the university go either all online or all in-
person. Many commuting students expressed particular 
dissatisfaction with the disruptions that system caused. 
Many cited the example of having to make a long train 
and bus commute to university for one in-person class 
per day and then scrambling to find a suitable place to 
set up their computer and connect to wifi to participate 
in a real-time class the following period. 
On the other hand, many students were complimentary 
of the two universities that made the early decision to 
stay online through the summer. As one student 
commented, “At first, I was disappointed that the whole 
semester would be online but it allowed me to plan my 
schedule and get into a routine. I also think it was safer 
for everyone in the end.”




Online Instruction - Spring Semester 2020 - Negatives
On-demand Real-time
“It was easy to neglect 
lessons and the 
homework would pile up”
オンデマンドだと貯めてし
まう（疎かにしまう）から。
“Sometimes there were 
technical problems like 
the connection was bad 




“I had trouble 





“It felt unnatural to try to 
have a discussion in a 





“On-demand was passive 
and one-sided. I had 
trouble understanding 





“Teachers used different 
systems like Zoom, 






Instructors were asked for feedback about the platforms, 
applications and techniques they used in teaching 
online in spring 2020. They also shared what they saw 
as some of the positives and negatives and the 
challenges they experienced.
The communication platform Microsoft Teams, the 
teleconferencing platform Zoom and the learning 
management system Moodle were the most frequently 
used systems. The digital distribution platform Discord, 
most well-known for gaming and to build digital 
communities, was also used by two instructors.  The 
above systems allowed for the following services to be 
provided: (1) learning management; (2) chat and 
message; (3) video conferencing; (4) content creation; 
(5) assessment; (6) video streaming and sharing.
Unsurprisingly, just as students complained about the 
inevitable technical problems cropping up in real-time 
classes, instructors also shared that concern. The most 
frequent issues cited included microphone and video 
malfunctions, connection issues and device problems. 
A few instructors noted that, due to recurring technical 
problems, they were more flexible than usual in terms of 
homework submission deadlines.
Microsoft Teams received mixed reviews from 
instructors. A few were scathing about the user interface 
and the difficulty in creating breakout rooms for students. 
One teacher stated flat out that Teams is “not feasible 
for a communication class with more than six students.” 
Another instructor found Teams to be great for larger 
lecture-style classes, organizing course groups and 
folders, scheduling and feedback. Another convenience 
of Teams is that, being a feature of Microsoft Office 
365, access inmost cases, allowed the integration of all 
the other office suite applications including Word, 
Powerpoint and Excel. 
Zoom quickly became a go-to platform for teachers all 
over the world this spring. no user interface. Many 
teachers surveyed expressed satisfaction with the 
platform while some noted flaws such as the lack of a 
place to retain files or text on Zoom without downloading 
it, and so once a meeting is finished, information it is, by 
default, lost. 
The two teachers who used Discord cited benefits 
including the following:  it can be used at any time, 
students can message each other privately or using in 
class channels, students can send files to each other 
privately or using in class channels. The teachers who 
used Discord appreciated the ability to divide writing 
channels into different categories. Despite these 
benefits and the seeming flexibility it provided, in the 
end, Discord became an annoyance for many students 
because it was a program they used for only one course.
Moodle devotees, as well as one instructor who used it 
in spring  2020, appreciate its flexibility and easy-to-use 
interface. The teacher noted that they didn't face the 
steep learning curve others did learning new platforms 
as they were already comfortable with the platform. 
Moodle was found particularly useful in making activities 
and projects mobile enabled and as a way to 
communicate with and assess students. 
Table 4
Instructor Views




More efficient pairing off 
and less time-wasting 








Ability to review material 
multiple times could 
result in distributed 






less social conformity 
pressure online so 
students are less 
hesitant to use English 
対面より、ペアワークなどで
英語を使う抵抗がなかった





teacher presence can be 
maintained despite not 
being face to face
対面じゃなくても教員の存
在感があります。
Regarding on-demand classes, one positive cited as 
very important by six of the seven instructors surveyed, 
was not having to get on a train or bus everyday to 
commute to university. It is very well-documented that 
Covid-19 poses a great risk to males and people over 
the age of fifty (Mallapaty, 2020).  One teacher 
commented, “I don’t have a pre-existing condition but I’m 
over 50 and I was really worried about face to face 
classes in the spring. If the university had forced the 
issue I don’t know what I would have done. I was so 
relieved they went all online. It turned out to be a wise 
decision.”  
On the other hand, one negative cited was that, while 
on-demand may be convenient for students, course 
preparation was very time-consuming. Being forced to 
teach all courses online for the first time at short notice, 
it stands to reason that it would take a long time to 
prepare and move course materials online. 
As was noted above, many students complained about 
the excessive homework in on-demand classes. In 
addressing this issue from the instructor’s perspective, 
a few teachers commented that they worried that, if 
they decreased their usual number of homework 
assignments, they would therefore be decreasing the 
rigor of the course. As a result, they claimed to have 
assigned the usual number of homework assignments. 
One instructor commented, “because the courses were 
on-demand students didn’t have that ninety minutes per 
week in the classroom. Because of that, they had the 
ninety minutes of classroom work plus the usual amount 
of homework. Maybe it seemed excessive to them but it 
was actually the same as always.”   
Another reflection about on-demand classes came from 
a teacher who noted that, not having access to the real-
time reactions of students, it was difficult to make on-
the-fly adjustments. They noted that, in an on-demand 
course, “it’s challenging to gauge student interest and 
comprehension and if the pace of a power point 
presentation, video or other content was too fast or too 
slow and make adjustments as necessary.” 
Another instructor opined that having on-demand 
content that students could watch and re-watch 
multiple times at their own leisure could result in 
distributed learning and be very helpful in mastering the 
content. He also observed that students have likely 
benefited from being forced to be more independent and 
do more online. Just as some students felt they had 
become more self-directed and autonomous learners, 
this teacher agreed that the semester seemed to force 
students to take more responsibility for their learning 
instead of relying on someone to always tell them 
exactly what to do.  Similarly, it was suggested that, 
instructors teaching real-time classes should also post 
video recordings of their lectures so students can review 
them as well. In fact, a few students did indicate 
disappointment that video recordings of their real-time 
classes were not available. 
Still another teacher echoed the comments of a number 
of students about on-demand in noting that they 
appreciated the flexibility that it allowed them.
An interesting comment from two teachers who 
conducted their classes on-demand was that they really 
missed seeing their students face-to-face. Of course, 
many students made similar comments, however 
mostly in regard to their friends, not their teachers. 
In terms of real-time classes, one positive noted was 
that it was much easier and less time consuming to 
have students talk to other partners online as physically 
moving in class from partner to partner can be time-
consuming. This teacher also felt the barrier to using 
English with a fellow Japanese student was reduced: 
“Even though a camera still shows their face, I feel there 
was less social conformity pressure in using English 
than in a classroom. It can be awkward and unnatural 
using English in class with a fellow Japanese. Doing it 
online grants a higher degree of anonymity and less 
pressure to use Japanese. Students had a different 
persona with less baggage.” 
Another positive noted of on-demand classes was that 
they implicitly encouraged a greater variety of 
assessment. Examples cited by instructors included a 
greater use of forum postings, communication channels, 
collaboration spaces, shared notebooks, Q & A about 
course videos and commenting on lessons using the 
chat function. However, five of the seven teachers 
surveyed did concede that they ended up assigning 
more homework than usual. This matches the comments 
Reflections on Online English Instruction in Spring 2020―Benefits and Drawbacks
12　 静岡文化芸術大学研究紀要　VOL.21　2020
from students about the amount of homework being 
excessive. As one teacher commented, “I was kind of 
flying blind and frantically putting all my material online 
and, to compensate ended up assigning too much 
homework.” 
Interestingly, a negative cited by one instructor was that 
it was hard to simulate the dynamic of a face to face 
class and to bring the same 'energy' to the class in a 
real-time online classroom. This teacher used Zoom and 
Teams and found that, with both platforms, it was 
difficult to efficiently monitor students and have them to 
stay on task in pair and group work. Another commented 
that, especially in larger lecture-style classes, students 
could log in, leave their camera and sound off and the 
instructor often had no way of knowing if they were 
physically  present. As they noted, “of course, I often 
required students post comments and asked questions 
of individuals but it was a poor substitute to a face to 
face class.”  
Of the three teachers who taught partly on-demand and 
partly real-time online in the spring, two found real-time 
superior than on-demand. One teacher cited the 
importance of ‘teacher presence’ and its lack in on-
demand classes. This instructor noted that, “on-demand 
relies on students themselves to generate interest and 
motivation much more than a normal class. Without the 









difficult to monitor 
students and help them 









Sometimes had to know if 





Human connection is 




video recordings of real-





6.  University Policies Regarding Online 
Instruction
All of the seven cooperating teachers reported that their 
institution did not have specific, detailed instructions 
regarding online instruction. Not having university-wide 
policies essentially cedes, for better or worse, great 
latitude in designing courses to individual instructors. 
While appreciating the autonomy, most teachers felt 
they also could have benefitted from more training and 
technical support. Feelings ran the gamut from two or 
three teachers being satisfied with the training and 
support their institution offered while two others said 
they received zero technical support. One instructor 
reflected, “I think online classes can be just as effective 
as in-person, however some training is necessary. We all 
did the best we could under the circumstances but I feel 
the quality of instruction did suffer.”
One teacher from a private university in the Kansai area 
noted that, “our university left it up to teachers in terms 
of platforms and methodology. I think this was reasonable 
because we had such a short timeframe to figure out 
how to deliver our courses. There was also no guidance 
on assessment.” Another teacher from a public 
university near Nagoya reported that, “our university 
‘strongly recommended’ that teachers make their 
classes on-demand. For language learning, especially a 
communication focused course, this was less than 
ideal. It was really hard to prepare, monitor student 
progress and assess students. The university 
essentially sacrificed the quality of foreign language 
communication courses for the convenience of a one 
size fits all policy of all on-demand classes.”
Another instructor commented that, “for communication 
classes, live is overwhelmingly better. For English 
classes with a focus other than on communication, I 
think the gap is smaller and on-demand has clear 
benefits.” 
7. Conclusion
In terms of the overall experience of online instruction in 
the spring of 2020, both students and teachers agreed 
that both on-demand and real-time have both benefits 
and drawbacks. 
The most commonly cited benefit of on-demand was 
the ability to study, and review, material online at 
students' convenience. Other commonly cited ancillary 
benefits were that on-demand encouraged greater 




The potential of on-demand English online instruction 
was only scratched in the frantic environment of spring 
2020. Possibilities include building student-to-student 
interaction, peer assessment, peer feedback. student-
to-student presentations, independent study, group 
projects to name just a few. 
Drawbacks of on-demand cited by both students and 
teachers included that it was passive, non-interactive 
and led to student complaints that they felt they had 
little recourse when they didn’t understand the course 
content. Another negative was the tendency among 
students to manage their time poorly, procrastinate 
and, inevitably, submit poor quality work at the last 
minute. 
The most commonly cited benefits of real-time online 
instruction was the ability to interact with peers, conduct 
pair and group-work while simulating a face-to-face 
class. Real-time classes were also cited as being useful 
in forcing students to keep regular hours, which seemed 
to be appreciated by many, particularly those living on 
their own.
  
Unsurprisingly, technical problems were the bugaboo of 
real-time classes. Despite the benefits of real-time 
online instruction, unless and until technical problems 
can be ironed out, it is unlikely to reach its full potential. 
The results of this study also show the importance of 
institutional support in facilitating the academic learning 
environment and psychological well-being of students. 
Learning is, of course, not only about the transmission 
of information. At all times, but especially in the 
challenging circumstances of a global pandemic, 
support is critically important.
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